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Similarly, Torsten Hagerstrand notes: ‘human beings are divisible, they have restricted mobility and 







and	the	individual’s	moral	sustenance	by	a	particular	society.	‘Loyalty’	to	a	particular	community,	he	continues,	is	‘a	prerequisite	for	morality’,	concluding:		 Deprived	of	this	community	I	am	unlikely	to	flourish	as	a	moral	agent.520		All	physical	boundaries	both	reflect	and	reinforce	local	social	contracts,	marking	out	what	is	perceived	to	be	possible	for	particular	communities.	Although	dictated	by	landscape,	gated	and	punctuated	by	signs,	lines	and	barriers,	communities	begin	as	ideas:	functioning	well	only	as	the	surface	tension	of	people	pulling	together.	As	such,	in	Fletcher’s	description	of	the	historic	effect	of	parochial	boundaries,	they	both	‘facilitate	and	constrain’	social	life.521	The	challenge	facing	the	parish	must	not	be	how	to	dismantle	these,	but	how	to	reconfigure	them	in	order	to	enable	social	cohesion:	to	reconceive	‘settlement’	in	the	light	of	contemporary	social	dynamics.			Robert	Frost,	in	his	early	poem	Mending	Wall,	employs	the	maxim	‘Good	fences	make	good	neighbors’	–	uttered	as	a	gruff	refrain	by	Frost’s	neighbour	-	to	explore	the	paradox	that	boundaries	are	necessary	in	order	for	people	to	live	together.	‘Before	I	built	a	wall’,	Frost	reflects,	‘	I'd	ask	to	know	what	I	was	walling	in	or	walling	out’	and,	at	first,	he	questions	the	wisdom	of	bricking	up	a	boundary	where	none	is	needed:		 He	is	all	pine	and	I	am	apple	orchard.			My	apple	trees	will	never	get	across			And	eat	the	cones	under	his	pines,	I	tell	him.522				Nevertheless,	the	shared	task	of	maintaining	the	wall	emerges	not	only	as	the	occasion	of	their	encounter,	but	as	the	very	fulcrum	of	Frost’s	relationship	to	the	old	man	-	the	poem	concluding	with	the	latter’s	only	rejoinder:	‘Good	fences	make	good	neighbors’.	 																																																									520	Ibid.,	pp.10-11.	Similarly,	Roger	Scruton	has	argued	that	without	the	nation,	there	can	be	no	‘liberal’	freedom,	in	England	and	the	Need	for	Nations	(London,	Civitas,	2006).	521	Fletcher,	Parish	Boundary,	p.186.	522	Robert	Frost,	Selected	Poems	(Harmondsworth,	Penguin,	1973),	p.43.	
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- The	link,	established	very	early	on,	between	parish	and	‘soil’,	through	both	the	former’s	alliance	with	the	ownership	and	tenure	of	land	-	and	the	accompanying	‘Christianisation’	of	the	landscape.		- The	indisputable	place,	secondly,	of	the	parish	(especially	the	parish	church)	in	imagined	landscapes	of	England,	creating	a	powerful	and	often	problematic	association	with	pastoral	belonging.	- Because	of	the	above,	that	‘parish’	has	come	to	denote	an	ecology	of	care	bonding	human	society	to	the	local,	natural	environment.	- Fourthly,	that	the	‘longing	to	belong’	often	associated	with	parochialism	is	both	a	central	motive	in	place-formation	and,	it	is	argued,	a	symptom	of	spiritual	‘homelessness’.	- Lastly,	that,	so	far	as	the	Church	is	concerned,	the	above	must	be	located	within	a	Christian	eschatology	of	belonging:	not	in	order	to	divert	attention	away	from	the	land,	but	in	order	that	present	‘place’	is	freed	from	its	claim	to	ultimacy.		The	constant	challenge	is	that	‘parish’	is	such	a	wayward	metaphor	–	infinitely	suggestible	and	prone	to	the	kind	of	idealism	that	all	too	easily	clouds	a	realistic	assessment	of	its	worth.	Nevertheless,	that	same	quality	can	also	give	the	cue	to	the	soul	of	the	parochial	idea:	the	search	for	an	earthly	approximation	of	the	heavenly	home.	So,	perhaps	the	answer	is	to	have	a	proper	confidence	in	the	English	parish:	after	all,	to	be	confident	in	the	local	is	to	be	confident	in	the	validity	of	human	experience	of	place	in	God’s	purposes.	Following	his	bold	claim	that	‘all	great	civilisations	are	parochial’,	Patrick	Kavanagh	offers	this	more	cautionary	advice	-	pertinent	for	all	those	who	are	keen	to	see	its	renewal:		 Advising	people	not	be	ashamed	of	having	the	courage	of	their	remote	parish,	is	not	free	from	many	dangers.	There	is	always	that	element	of	bravado	which	takes	pleasure	in	the	notion	that	the	potato-patch	is	the	ultimate.	To	be	parochial	(one)	needs	the	right	kind	of	sensitive	courage	and	the	right	kind	of	sensitive	humility.633																																																											633	Kavanagh,	Parish,	p.237.	
 159 
Conclusion: A kind of belonging 	Some	years	ago,	Simon	Jenkins	in	the	Evening	Standard	paid	tribute	to	parish	priest	and	theologian	Kenneth	Leech	on	spending	forty	years	in	ministry	in	the	East	End	of	London.	His	column	included	the	following	observation:		 The	doctors,	teachers,	social	workers	and	police	who	work	here	commute	from	more	salubrious	parts.	But	the	priests	stay.	They	stay	even	when	their	flock	is	70	percent	Muslim.	They	seem	wedded	to	sheer	geography.634		It	was	an	arresting	comment	and	one	which	proved	to	be	an	inspiration	for	this	piece	of	research:	are	parish	priests	wedded	to	‘sheer	geography’	–	and,	if	so,	why	and	to	what	theological	end?	Analysing	the	call	to	such	geographical	ministry	in	Anglican	parochial	form	has	yielded	several	conclusions,	which	it	may	be	helpful	now	to	summarise:		 1) Parish	–	like	all	descriptions	of	place	–	is	formed	in	the	creative	interplay	of	ontology,	revelation,	tradition	and	vocation.	The	reality	or	‘being’	of	place	is	first	apprehended	before	it	is	filtered	and	conditioned	according	to	cultural	tradition,	then	‘acted	out’	in	practice:	each	successive	action	reproducing	and	recreating	the	place	first	perceived.		2) Christology	is	at	the	heart	of	parochial	praxis,	‘wittingly’	or	otherwise.	Developing	and	applying	the	doctrinal	theme	that	describes	Christ	‘taking	our	place’	in	redeeming	action,	is	offered	as	one	way	of	describing	Christian	salvation	is	explicitly	local	terms.		 3) Contemporary	human	geography	provides	indispensible	tools	for	understanding	the	nature	of	‘parish’,	emphasising	the	inherent	dynamism	and	openness	of	space	to	social,	ethical	production.	In	this	light,	the	parish	
																																																								634	Simon	Jenkins	in	the	London	Evening	Standard,	8.10.98.	(my	italics).	
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Appendix: Parish and Belonging in Oxted and 
Tandridge - an ethnographic case study 
	In	their	apologia	for	its	role,	Andrew	Davison	and	Alison	Milbank	(2010)	describe	the	parish	as	‘a	springboard	for	mission	and	engagement	with	the	deepest	needs	of	our	culture’.	Its	importance,	they	continue,	lies:		 not	just	important	in	nurturing	a	sense	of	belonging,	but	for	configuring	a	vision	of	humanity	that	embraces	the	local	and	the	universal	together,	the	whole	cosmos	human	and	non-human,	the	transcendent	as	well	as	the	immanent.653		The	challenge	to	such	laudable	claims	is	that	they	rest	on	a	somewhat	frail	empirical	foundation.	The	absence	of	any	serious	sociological	analysis	of	the	parish	– a	fact	recognised	by	David	Martin	a	generation	ago654 – persists	into	the	present,	with	contemporary	parochial	studies	extremely	rare	for	this	most	basic	component	of	English	community	life.	Yet	to	qualify	something	as	shadowy	as	a	‘sense	of	belonging’ is	far	from	straightforward	in	an	era	when,	as	Eriksen	(2010)	affirms,	individuals	within	a	social	structure	inhabit	many	different	‘levels	of	belonging’ including	kinship,	professional	networks	and	local	and	national	allegiances.655			Added	to	this,	the	influence	of	the	parish	is	so	subtly	interwoven	into	the	fabric	of	English	society	that	any	attempt	to	perceive	it	risks	the	‘homeblindness’	afflicting	anthropologists	within	their	native	territory.656	Indeed,	the	test	for	any	empirical	analysis	of	this	kind	of	imagined	community is	to	realise	sentiments	and	perceptions	that	are	often	only	implied	and	half-articulated.	The	central	purpose	of	this	case	study	has	thus	been	to	tie	down	what	elusive	concepts	like	‘parish’ and	‘belonging’ actually	mean	in	a	specific	local	context.	As	such,	it	is	necessarily	partial	in	what	it	presents:	one	‘slice’	through	a	specific	pair	of	bounded	communities.																																																									
653 In	For	the	Parish,	p.169.	654	In	Giles	Ecclestone	(ed.),	Parish	Church?	p.44.	655	Eriksen,	Small	Places,	Large	Issues,	p.82ff.	656	Ibid.,	p.34.	
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		Because	of	its	fundamentally	interpretative	emphasis	– what	Denzin	and	Lincoln	describe	as	‘a	set	of	… material	practices	that	make	the	world	visible’657	-	it	was	therefore	decided	to	employ	a	qualitative	approach	in	the	form	of	an	ethnographic	case	study	of	the	parishes	of	Oxted	and	Tandridge	from	my	personal	perspective	as	incoming	Rector	of	that	United	Benefice. 	The	distinctive	character	of	the	case	study,	writes	Catherine	Hakim	(2000),	lies	in	its	focus	on	a	‘rounded	picture’ of	a	situation	or	community,	rather	than	on	in-depth	analysis	of	individual	experience.	This	emphasis	on	what	she	calls	‘sociography’ - ‘the	social	mapping	of	the	community’s	institutions,	structures	and	patterns	of	relationship’658	-	combined	with	its	acknowledged	usefulness	in	highlighting	the	singularity or	local	particularity	of	the	subject	under	investigation,	indicated	the	usefulness	here	of	a	broadly	ethnographic	approach.	In	Hammersley	and	Atkinson’s	(2007)	classic	definition,	this	involves:		 the	researcher	participating,	overtly	or	covertly,	in	people’s	daily	lives	for	an	extended	period	of	time,	watching	what	happens,	listening	to	what	is	said,	and/or	asking	questions	through	informal	and	formal	interviews,	collecting	documents	and	artefacts	– in	fact,	gathering	whatever	data	are	available	to	throw	light	on	the	issues	that	are	the	emerging	focus	of	inquiry.659		This	immersion	within	and	attention	to	a	local	culture	is	precisely	what	is	afforded	to	a	parish	priest,	and,	as	Mary	Clark	Moschella	(2008)	has	explained,	what	makes	ethnography	peculiarly	beneficial	for	understanding	pastoral	practice.660	Ethnographic	studies,	in	their	emphasis	on	the	researcher	as																																																									657	Denzin,	Norman	K.	&	Lincoln,	Yvonna	S.,	The	SAGE	Handbook	of	Qualitative	Research	(London,	SAGE,	2005),	p.3.	Martyn	Denscombe	writes	how	qualitative	research	is	defined	by	‘a	concern	with	meanings	and	the	way	people	understand	things’.	In	The	Good	Research	Guide	(Maidenhead,	OUP,	2003)	p.261.	Similarly,	Catherine	Hakim	describes	its	concern	for	‘looking	at	the	way	in	which	people	respond	to	external	social	realities	at	the	micro-level’.	In	Research	Design:	Successful	
Designs	for	Social	Economic	Research	(London,	Routledge,	2000)	p.36.	658	Hakim,	Research	Design,	p.65.	659	Martyn	Hammersley	&	Paul	Atkinson,	Ethnography:	Principles	in	Practice	(London,	Routledge,	2007)	p.3.	660	Mary	Clark	Moschella,	Ethnography	as	a	Pastoral	Practice	(Cleveland,	Pilgrim	Press,	2008),	p.4.	In	a	groundbreaking	ethnographic	study	of	his	former	parish,	Kingswood	in	Bristol,	Anglican	priest	and	social	anthropologist	Timothy	Jenkins	describes	how	‘social	space	is	made	up	of	
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‘participant-observer’,	highlight	this	tension	between	‘insider’ and	‘outsider’:	one	that	is	extremely	familiar	for	ethnographers	occupying	the	role	of	parish	priest.	The	incumbency	of	a	parish	immediately	places	the	priest	at	the	centre	of	a	neighbourhood,	while	at	the	same	time	keeping	them	at	the	‘boundary’ by	virtue	of	their	peculiar	vocation.661			Given	that	the	ethnographic	researcher	is	what	David	Ball	calls	‘the	primary	research	instrument’662,	a	high	degree	of	reflexivity	is	required.	For	the	priest	investigating	the	parish	this	is	acutely	the	case,	being,	as	they	are,	both	subject	and	object	of	their	research:	attracting	and	embodying	the	very	data	they	seek.	Because	of	this	-	and	the	recognition	that	both	the	incumbent’s	role	and	the	potent	local	symbolism	of	the	historic	church	buildings	would	inevitably	influence	the	data	obtained	-	it	was	decided	at	the	outset	not	to	ignore	or	negotiate	around	these	indicators,	but	instead	to	use	them	as	‘effective	and	visible	signs’ of	the	more	elusive	‘social	space’ of	the	ecclesiastical	parish.663		The	initial	research	question	was	framed	thus:	What	is	the	communal	significance	
of	the	Anglican	parish	in	Oxted	and	Tandridge?	However,	the	centrality	of	the	word	‘belonging’ as	a	key	descriptive	term	soon	became	apparent,	not	only	owing	to	its	recent	prevalence	in	both	the	sociology	of	religion	and	social	historical	accounts	of	the	parish664,	but	its	usefulness	in	drawing	together	the	strands	of	communal	identity	and	association	yielded	by	the	data.	The	principal	source	of	this	data	was	a	series	of	focus	groups,	whose	discussion	centred	on	the	appraisal	of	(primarily	photographic)	images	of	the	two	parish	churches,	St	Mary,	Oxted	and	St	Peter,	Tandridge.	This	was	supplemented	by	a	fieldwork	journal,	kept	during	the	progress	of	the	case	study,	which	included	a	certain	amount	of	archival	research	into	the	local	history	and	topography	of	the	parishes.	The	purpose	of																																																																																																																																																																	innumerable	apprenticeships	of	signs’	and	so	requires	truly	indigenous	involvement	in	local	culture	in	order	to	be	understood.	In	Religion	in	English	Everyday	Life,	p.215.	661	As	in	Bonhoeffer’s	description	of	Christ,	the	priest	often	finds	himself	standing	both	in	the	centre	and	at	the	boundary	of	life.	Bonhoeffer,	Center,	p.61.	662	In	Seale,	Society	&	Culture,	p.230.	In	research	terms,	my	role	here	was	that	of	both	‘practitioner-researcher’	and	‘participant-observer’.		663	Tate	observes	that,	historically,	the	incumbent	was	‘the	nucleus	around	which	the	whole	parish	system	was	to	develop’.	In	Parish	Chest,	p.12.	664	With	regard	to	the	former,	especially	Grace	Davie’s	term	‘believing	without	belonging’	and	the	latter,	Keith	Snell’s	landmark	historical	study,	Parish	and	Belonging,	cited	earlier.	
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journalling	was	quite	specific:	to	record	and	reflect	upon	‘everyday'	instances	in	my	ministry	that	revealed	the	significance	of	‘parish’ in	this	locale.	Some	of	these	notes	have	been	written	up	below,	in	order	both	to	amplify	and	contextualise	the	empirical	data	and	also	to	convey	a	sense	of	the	‘habitus’ of	parish	life.665		The	symbolism	of	the	English	parish	church	is,	as	Davison	and	Milbank	(2010)	aver,	incredibly	rich	- ‘without	which	our	landscape,	our	cultural	imagination	and	our	faith	is	well	nigh	impossible	to	imagine’.666	The	sociologist	David	Martin	refers	to	them	as	‘markers	of	space	and	time’ and	elegantly	comments:	
	 Not	only	are	they	markers	and	anchors,	but	also	the	only	repositories	of	all-embracing	meanings	pointing	beyond	the	immediate	to	the	ultimate.	They	are	the	only	institutions	that	deal	in	tears	and	concern	themselves	with	the	breaking	points	of	human	existence.	They	provide	frames	and	narratives	and	signs	to	live	by,	and	offer	persistence	points	of	reference.667		As	enduring	symbols	of	community	and	continuity	for	local	residents,	the	two	church	buildings	were	thus	considered	to	be	a	potentially	rich	source	of	data,	whilst	the	focus	groups	considering	them	had	a	strong	degree	of	what	Cohen,	Manion	and	Morrison	(2007)	call	‘cultural	validity’ as	an	appropriate	method	for	the	cultural	form	under	investigation.668	The	practical	separation	of	groups	from	Tandridge	and	Oxted	parishes	also	introduced	a	useful	element	of	triangulation	into	the	research,	whose	comparative	results	were	analysed	in	what	follows.		As	a	practitioner-researcher,	the	study	required	sensitivity	regarding	the	kinds	of	information	that	could	be	used.	For	those	engaged	in	pastoral	ministry	this	dual	role	can	be	further	complicated	by	the	dynamics	of	care,	trust	and	power	that	the	role	of	priest	carries	with	it.669	This	underlined	the	need	to	be	particularly	conscious	of	how	my	involvement	as	parish	priest	not	only	determined	the	kind																																																									665	Pierre	Bourdieu’s	influential	term	for	the	lived	space	of	everyday	life	–	see	Chapter	Three	above.		666	Davison	and	Milbank,	For	the	Parish,	p.150.	667	From	an	unpublished	paper	cited	in	Grace	Davie,	Religion	in	Britain	since	1945	(Oxford,	Blackwells,	1994),	p.189.	668	In	Research	Methods	in	Education	(London,	Routledge,	2007)	p.139.	669	As	Moschella	notes,	in	Pastoral	Practice,	p.	86.		
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of	data	I	gleaned,	but	also	the	means	by	which	that	data	was	elicited.	My	role	was	thus	a	‘pro’ (in	the	sense	that	relevant	data	is	readily	accessible	to	me	as	priest)	and	a	‘con’ (in	that	it	strongly	influenced	the	manner	in	which	people	either	‘opened	up’ to	me,	or	not).			Discernment	thus	needed	to	be	used	at	every	stage	of	this	study	to	ensure	that	my	role	as	priest	was	explored	positively	in	terms	of	its	research	potential	and	not	to	the	pastoral	detriment	of	those	under	my	care.	To	some	degree,	the	blurred	boundaries	apparent	in	pastoral	ethnography	are	familiar	territory	for	the	priest,	who	inhabits	an	often-paradoxical	role	between	public	and	private,	professional	and	personal.	Professional	competence	in	such	a	landscape	should	not,	however,	obscure	the	subtle	ethical	implications	of	the	project.	Before	analysing	the	progress	and	results	of	this	study,	it	is	necessary	first	to	set	the	context	by	sketching	the	parishes	under	examination,	the	United	Benefice	of	Oxted	and	Tandridge.			
‘In	Acstede	… there	is	a	church’:	sketching	the	local	context		Oxted	is	a	small	commuter	town	situated	at	the	foot	of	the	North	Downs,	on	the	borders	of	East	Surrey	and	Kent.	Now	straddling	a	stretch	of	the	M25,	which	cuts	a	deep	swathe	through	the	northern	end	of	Oxted,	the	parish	has	hosted	major	East-West	routes	since	prehistoric	times,	with	the	‘Pilgrims’	Way’ that	shadows	the	motorway	marking	an	ancient	footpath	running	from	Winchester	to	Canterbury.			Twenty	minutes’ drive	from	the	outer	reaches	of	South	London,	yet	set	in	the	Surrey	Hills	-	‘the	place	where	London	ends	and	England	can	begin’ in	G.K.Chesterton’s	pregnant	phrase670	-	and	with	several	working	farms	in	the	neighbourhood,	Oxted	may	best	be	described	as	what	Anthony	Russell	(1986)	has	
																																																								670	Being	a	line	from	Chesterton’s	poem	The	Old	Song.		
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Tandridge		‘You	see	a	parish	church	and	somehow	everything’s	in	its	place’.	This	comment,	made	by	an	Oxted	resident	during	conversation	about	this	research,	reveals	everything	and	nothing	about	parochial	life:	hinting	at	a	profound	sense	of	local	identity	but	raising	as	many	questions	as	it	answers	– not	least,	‘how?’,	‘why?’ and	‘for	whom?’ Parish	clergy	often	find	themselves	the	recipients	of	such	sentiment	and	in	the	visibility	of	their	role	they	become	a	ready	focus	for	people’s	perceptions	of	church	and	community.	The	restrictions	of	space	-	and	the	primary	place	being	given	to	the	photo-elicitation	study	- allow	no	more	than	a	small	sample	of	the	field	notes	recording	these	to	be	included	here.	Nevertheless,	these	(which	will,	necessarily,	be	written	in	the	first	person)	may	serve	to	illuminate	the	empirical	focus	of	what	follows.																																																									678	2011	Census	data,	collated	for	each	Anglican	parish	by	the	Archbishops’	Council	Research	and	Statistics	Unit.	Whilst	relatively	high,	this	figure	marks	a	ten	per	cent	decrease	from	the	2001	figure	for	Oxted	parish.	679	This	notwithstanding	the	attendance	at	other	churches	in	the	town.	
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‘Rocking	Reverend	Arrives’		The	commencement	of	this	case	study	coincided	with	my	arrival	as	incumbent	of	the	United	Benefice	and,	having	moved	from	a	parish	of	similar	size,	but	a	very	different	social	context	(Gipsy	Hill,	in	South-East	London),	the	immediate	impression	was	of	being,	in	a	sense,	‘public	property’.	Perhaps	the	most	surprising	instance	of	this	came	after	a	short	interview	for	the	local	newspaper,	The	Surrey	Mirror,	in	which	my	musical	hobbies	had	been	mentioned.	Two	days	later,	placards	announcing	‘Oxted:	Rocking	Reverend	Arrives’ had	appeared	outside	every	newsagent	and	garage.	Entertainment	value	aside,	the	high	profile	given	to	this	headline	– the	very	fact	that	it	was	‘news’ displayed	the	extent	to	which	the	parish	priest’s	role	concerned	the	whole	town	and	not	only	their	church	congregation.			The	boundary	between	congregation	and	parish	is	not	always	clear,	especially	in	such	a	context:	soon	after	moving	in,	a	(non-churchgoing)	neighbour	who	introduced	themselves	to	me	over	the	garden	hedge	listed	certain	members	of	the	St	Mary’s	congregation	whom	they	knew,	adding	‘she’s	one	of	your…is	it,	




‘We	will	remember	them’		A	principal	point	in	the	year	at	which	St	Mary’s	maintains	its	role	as	‘our’ church	is	during	the	Armistice	Day	commemorations	each	November.	Whilst	in	my	previous	South	London	parish,	Remembrance	Sunday	had	become	a	mere	husk	of	memory,	here	in	Oxted,	it	was	an	enduring	ritual,	a	dramatising	of	communal	memory	within	the	language	of	Christian	faith.681			Central	to	this	commemoration	was	the	gathering	of	several	hundred	people	at	the	memorial	in	Master	Park,	Oxted’s	main	recreation	ground.	Present	at	the	head	of	this	group	were	community	leaders	(such	as	chairs	of	school	governors,	local	councillors)	and	uniformed	organisations,	which	were	led	in	prayer	by	the	parish	priest	before	reading	the	Commendation	and	keeping	the	Two	Minute	Silence.	Following	this,	the	gathering	proceeded	to	walk	slowly	up	to	St	Mary’s	along	Church	Lane	(which	the	police	close	to	traffic	for	the	occasion),	led	by	pipers,	drummers	and	a	standard	bearer,	before	gathering	again	in	church	for	the	service	of	Remembrance,	at	which	some	three	hundred	people	were	present	– the	joint	highest	congregation	of	the	year	(the	other	being	the	Christmas	Eve	Nativity	Service).		Whilst	a	familiar	ritual	for	many	English	people,	it	is	all	too	easy	to	overlook	the	spatial	significance	of	such	customs	within	local	communities.682	Encountering	it	for	the	first	time,	Remembrance	Sunday	appeared	as	a	vital	indicator	of	both	‘parish’ and	‘belonging’,	involving	the	production	of	a	‘traditioned’ form	of	social	space,	whose	precise	territorial	enactment	was	key.	The	church,	as	represented	by	both	building	and	parish	priest,	hallows	and	‘interprets’ this	local	remembrance	in	explicitly	Christian	terms.																																																									680	Russell,	Country	Parish,	c.6.	681	For	the	social	and	anthropological	significance	of	such	rituals,	c.f.	Thomas	Eriksen,	Small	
Places,	Large	Issues,	c14.	682	Ibid.,	p.34.	
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‘This	wretched	word,	parish!’		The	final	observation	in	this	brief	sample	of	parochial	encounters	came	from	the	Graveyard	manager	of	St	Mary’s,	Oxted.	It	was	prompted	by	the	confusion	that	regularly	arises	over	which	graveyard	belongs	to	the	civil	parish	of	Oxted	and	which	to	the	parish	church.	The	situation	is	not	aided	by	the	churchyard	(which	remains	open	for	interments	of	local	residents)	being	situated	alongside	the	‘Oxted	Parish	Burial	Ground’,	whose	care	and	administration	is	in	the	hands	of	the	parish	clerk	and	local	authority.	Both	lie	adjacent	to	St	Mary’s	Church.	On	an	almost	weekly	basis,	the	time	of	the	church’s	graveyard	manager	– and	incumbent	– is	wasted	following	up	burial	enquiries	that	have	come	to	the	wrong	ground,	and	issues	over	the	care	of	these	grounds	regularly	prompt	further	headlines	(and	placards	around	town)	from	the	Surrey	Mirror.				‘It’s	all	because	of	this	wretched	word,	‘parish’’,	was	the	weary	view	of	the	St	Mary’s	sexton.	His	telling	comment	revealed	how,	more	than	a	century	after	the	Parish	Councils	Act	separated	local	civil	and	religious	authorities,	there	are	still	areas	of	life	(especially	those	concerning	death,	apparently),	in	which	the	particular	connotations	of		‘parish’ cause	a	blurring	of	the	boundaries	between	what	is	regarded	as	‘sacred’ and	‘secular’ -	and	determine	the	nature	of	the	relationship	between	the	established	church	and	local	government.	These	anecdotal	fragments,	included	as	a	preface	to	the	findings	of	the	empirical	research,	confirm	the	parish	priest’s	role,	not	only	as	someone	who	‘belongs’ in	the	local	scene,	but	who	is	called	upon	to	enable	and	express	for	others	the	transcendent	dimension	of	local	belonging.																																																										684	For	Goffman,	such	presentations	are	necessarily	‘regional’,	describing	the	performative	nature	of	any	public	persona	as	their	‘front	region’.	In	The	Presentation	of	Self	in	Everyday	Life	(Harmondsworth,	Penguin,	1969),	c.4.	
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‘Bigger	than	the	church’:	focus	groups	in	Oxted	and	Tandridge		A	series	of	seven	focus	groups,	involving	a	total	of	sixty-four	people,	was	held	in	Oxted	and	Tandridge	between	March	and	July	2012.	Varying	widely	in	size	from	three	to	eighteen	members,	the	groups	took	place	within	associations	or	societies	where	the	members	already	knew	one	another	and,	in	most	cases,	were	already	meeting	as	a	pre-existing	body.	Whilst	this	was	sensible	in	terms	of	practical	arrangements,	the	decision	to	conduct	the	research	within	existing	groups	was	primarily	an	ethnographic	one,	designed	to	interpret	the	quality	of	community	life	already	‘in	place’ in	these	neighbourhoods	and	to	draw	out	the	role	the	parish	church	played	within	it.685	Significantly,	most	of	these	groups	straddled	the	border	between	‘church’ (or,	‘congregation’)	and	‘parish’ to	a	greater	or	lesser	degree.	Most	included	members	who,	nominally	at	least,	saw	themselves	as	identifying	with	the	congregation	of	St	Mary’s,	Oxted	or	St	Peter’s,	Tandridge,	as	well	as	others	who	were	members	of	different	denominations,	or,	in	many	cases,	none.		As	explained	above,	the	combination	of	Tandridge	and	Oxted	in	this	case	study	allowed	for	the	groups	(the	majority	of	which	were	in	Oxted,	by	far	the	larger	parish)	and	data	to	be	both	compared	and	compounded	to	give	an	overall	impression	of	parish	life	in	the	united	benefice.	The	focus	groups	were	as	follows:		In	Oxted:		1) ‘Quest’	youth	group.			2) ‘Tic	Toc’	women’s	Group.	3) St	Mary’s	Junior	School	Staff.		4) Barn	Theatre																																																										685	Ethical	considerations	of	informed	consent	and	privacy	were	especially	pertinent	for	a	case	study	of	this	kind.	Whilst	a	more	straightforward	matter	within	the	photo-elicitation	groups,	where	a	pro-forma	was	completed	by	participants,	the	field	notes	were	potentially	a	little	more	complex	as	they	gathered	micro-level	observations	about,	for	example,	transitory	snatches	of	conversation	or	patterns	of	behaviour.	Informed	consent	was	neither	possible	nor	desirable	for	every	such	piece	of	data,	but	anonymity	has	been	protected	in	any	notes	that	have	been	written	up	below.	
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5) Rectory	Home	Group			In	Tandridge:	
	1) Tandridge	Book	Group.		2) St	Peter’s	School	Governors.			A	total	of	eight	pictures	were	used	in	the	focus	groups,	with	four	being	used	in	each	session.	The	images	used	were	a	mix	of	contemporary	photographs	and	historical	depictions	(either	photographs,	etchings	or	paintings),	three	of	the	latter	(2,	4	&	6	below)	being	deliberately	chosen	for	their	‘nostalgic’ overtones.	As	has	been	noted,	the	central	place	of	the	parish	church	in	the	English	landscape	is	an	indicator	of	the	kind	of	historical	‘belonging’ at	the	heart	of	this	study,	and	it	was	important	to	gauge	whether	such	images	still	had	resonance	in	the	contemporary	setting.				Whilst	most	of	the	pictures	depicted	the	exterior	of	the	church	building,	each	group	also	saw	at	least	one	image	of	the	interior.	In	most	cases	also,	the	groups	discussed	one	picture	of	the	neighbouring	parish	church	in	order	to	ascertain	the	differences	in	response	to	‘their’ parish	church.	The	images	used,	numbered	for	reference,	are	shown	below:		1.	Inside	St	Mary’s	 	 	 	 	 2.	St	Mary’s	&	Court	Farm																																			
		 	 	
 182 
3. St	Mary’s	tower	 	 	 	 	 4.	St	Mary’s	porch												5. St	Peter’s	Spring	 	 	 	 	 6.	St	Peter’s	Winter										7.	St	Peter’s	eighteenth	century	 	 	 8.	St	Peter’s	interior										
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The	dedication	of	each	group	to	this	exercise	was	agreed	in	advance	and	the	meetings	followed	a	similar	pattern:	facilitated	by	me,	with	each	session	lasting	between	thirty	and	forty-five	minutes.	Notwithstanding	the	possible	‘filtering’ of	people’s	responses	in	the	presence	of	‘the	Rector’,	my	personal	facilitation	of	the	groups	was	judged	to	be	a	necessary	aspect	of	an	exercise	in	which	I	operated	as	both	researcher-practitioner	and	participant-observer.		At	the	beginning	of	each	meeting,	the	context	of	the	research	was	explained	and	permission	letters	and	forms	were	circulated	among	the	group.	The	facilitator,	however,	offered	minimal	background	to	the	subject	and	great	care	was	taken	not	to	introduce	key	themes	or	words	(such	as	‘community’ or	‘place’)	that	might	influence	members’ responses.	The	groups	then	featured	two	exercises:	a	word-association	exercise,	followed	by	the	main	pictorial	study.	The	word-association	exercise	was	used	to	‘warm	up’ participants,	both	to	the	subject	matter	and	to	the	practice	of	visual	association	and	used	a	series	of	‘Visual	Explorer’  photographic	cards,	commonly	used	in	training	seminars.686	The	cards,	featuring	a	multitude	of	different	images,	were	spread	on	the	floor	and	the	participants	(larger	meetings	were	split	in	two	groups),	were	then	asked	to	select	a	card	which	they	associated	with	the	word	‘church’,	followed	by	one	with	which	they	associated	the	word	‘parish’.	Each	person	was	asked	to	explain	to	the	rest	of	the	group	why	they	had	chosen	their	particular	card,	with	another	group	member	writing	down	their	comments	on	a	flip-chart.		After	this	initial	exercise,	four	pictures	of	the	parish	churches,	attached	to	display	boards,	were	placed	around	the	room	and	participants	were	each	given	a	supply	of	sticky	notelets	and	pens.	They	were	asked	to	spend	as	much	time	as	they	liked,	in	silence,	looking	at	each	picture	in	turn	and	writing	on	their	notes,	their	responses	to	two	questions:		1) What	does	this	picture	represent	to	you?	2) What	feelings	or	associations	does	it	evoke?																																																									686	Further	details	about	Visual	Explorer	resources	may	be	accessed	at	http://www.cclexplorer.org		
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These	responses,	often	just	a	list	of	descriptive	words	(for	example,	‘beauty,	comfort,	happy	memories’)	were	then	stuck	on	the	board	surrounding	each	picture.	Once	all	had	completed	this	exercise,	the	participants	were	thanked	and	either	proceeded	with	the	rest	of	their	meeting,	or	departed.		After	the	session,	the	responses	from	both	exercises	were	transcribed	into	a	spreadsheet,	the	comments	from	each	participant	being	recorded	on	separate	lines.	There	was	no	editing	of	responses,	with	some	inevitably	contributing	more	data	than	others.	Once	this	was	all	recorded,	a	process	of	‘coding’ began,	so	that	instances	and	frequencies	of	certain	key	phrases	ascribed	to	the	images	might	be	measured	and	then	‘abstracted’ into	‘indicators’ and	concepts	that	could	then	be	translated	into	theoretical	conclusions.	The	following	coding	categories	were	developed	to	comprehend	the	gathered	data:		
1.	Territory.	All	explicit	references	to	space,	maps	or	terrain	were	included	under	this	category,	as	well	as	human	geographic	and	locational	terms,	for	example,	‘centre’.		
2.	History.	Included	all	comments	referring	to	tradition	and	age	-	‘ancient’ being	a	recurrent	example.		




























0	 1	 2	 2	 3	
territory	history	community	boundaries	cultural	memory	rootedness	worship	welcome	negative	don’t	understand		no	associations		
‘Parish’	associations:	Rectory	Home	Group	
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Picture	associations:	Quest	Youth	Group	
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‘Parish’	associations:	St	Mary’s	School	Staff		









0	 2	 4	 5	 7	
geography	history		community		boundaries		cultural	memory		rootedness	worship		welcome		negative		don’t	understand	no	associations	
Picture	associations:	Barn	Theatre		






The	latter	was	underlined	by	the	inclusion	of	one	photograph	of	St	Peter’s	in	the	winter	snow.	Without	exception,	this	prompted	evocations	of	‘Christmas’ from	the	participants,	with	other	sentiments	such	as	‘warm	inside’ similarly	recalling	a	sense	of	festive	nostalgia.	This	should	not	be	too	lightly	dismissed,	as	Christmas	celebrations	at	Tandridge	are,	along	with	Harvest,	the	central	point	at	which	the	village,	school	and	church	communities	combine.	‘Christmas’ is	a	thus	a	key	indicator	of	cultural	belonging	in	this	parish.			
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‘Parish’	associations:	Tandridge	Book	group	
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‘Parish’	associations:	St	Peter’s	School	Governors	
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‘Parish’	associations:	total	data	from	groups	
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Conclusion:	the	vitality	of	parish		A	generation	after	The	Times	religion	correspondent	prophesied	the	imminent	‘extinction’ of	the	country	parish690,	the	sheer	vitality	and	creative	potential	of	the	word	itself	must	be	the	first	observation	to	make	from	this	research.	In	an	era	when	it	might	reasonably	be	considered	to	have	become	emptied	of	meaning,	‘parish’	is	demonstrably	rich	in	symbolic	meaning	for	the	vast	majority	of	participants,	young	or	old	-	and	a	term	that	is	indissolubly	linked	to	place-attachment.	The	church	buildings	have	been	seen	to	mediate	this	attachment	in	an	almost	iconic	fashion,	‘hallowing’ the	space-time	continuity	of	local	society	in	Oxted	and	Tandridge.		Secondly,	the	most	striking	fact	about	the	data	is	that	the	overwhelming	amount	of	comments	made	suggested	a	sense	of	local	belonging.	Indeed,	the	‘community’ index	had	originally	been	titled	‘belonging’ until	it	became	evident	that	most	of	the	other	categories	-	rootedness,	cultural	memory	and	so	on	-	were	also,	in	effect,	varieties	of	belonging.	Although	the	predominance	of	the	word	‘community’ in	the	data	was	revealing	only	in	a	general	sense	-	given	its	‘catch-all’ function	in	contemporary	parlance	for	expressing	a	wide	range	of	social	ideas	-	when	qualified	by	the	other	categories,	its	focus	became	much	more	refined	and,	therefore,	empirically	useful.	The	evidence	clearly	associated	with	the	parish	church	a	particular	version	of	community:	one	which,	crucially,	was	not	defined	by	the	indices	of	Christian	allegiance	normally	employed	in	the	sociology	of	religion.		One	problem,	perhaps,	has	been	that,	in	the	conversation	about	Grace	Davie’s	phrase	‘believing	without	belonging’	(originally	employed	as	a	definition	of	British	Christianity	since	1945	but	which	has,	Voas	and	Crockett	(2005)	observe,	‘taken	on	a	life	of	its	own’	in	the	sociology	of	religion691),	attention	has	primarily	
																																																								690	An	article	from	1985,	cited	in	Russell,	Country	Parish,	p.235.	691	David	Voas	&	Alasdair	Crockett,	‘Religion	in	Britain:	Neither	Believing	nor	Belonging’,	Sociology	39:1	(2005)	p.12.	
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been	paid	to	the	former	rather	than	the	latter,	the	recent	work	by	Abby	Day	(2009)	being	a	welcome	exception.	‘Belonging’ has	tended	to	be	seen	in	institutional,	congregational	terms	rather	than	primarily	-	as	this	research	would	seem	to	suggest	-	a	form	of	local	attachment.	Yet	the	distinction	between	parish	and	congregation	is	vital	in	specifically	Anglican	analysis	-	a	point Douglas Davies 
has recognised:		 The	difference	… between	a	‘congregation’ and	a	‘parish’ in	England	is	potentially	great,	for	… to	be	a	parishioner	… does	not	necessarily	involve	a	great	deal	of	congregational	involvement.692 	For	the	parishioner,	‘belonging’ is,	by	definition,	parochial.	It	may	have	little	explicitly	to	do	with	Christian	‘believing’,	but	it	signifies	affiliation	to	a	particular	view	of	communal	relationship,	one	in	which	the	ethical	requirements	of	neighbourhood	and	historic	rooting	in	locale	are	the	primary	ethical	and	‘spiritual’ qualities.	It	is	these	that	motivate	a	high	proportion	of	the	‘occasional	offices’ of	the	church,	the	moments	when	most	residents,	as	it	were,	‘bump	into’	the	invisible	parish	boundary.693	At	such	times,	it	is	the	language	of	(parochial,	not	congregational)	’belonging’ rather	than	‘believing’ that	best	articulates	the	desire	for	Anglican	ministry	and	suggests	that	the	church	must,	in	turn,	be	able	to	interpret	local	attachment	(liturgically,	as	much	as	anything)	in	Christian	terms,	not	uproot	it	in	theological	translation.	Whilst	the	‘belonging’	expressed	by	participants	clearly	has	strong	elements	of	cultural	nostalgia,	the	impression	is	less	of	‘something	lost’	than	of	something	living	-	a	‘chain	of	memory’	in	Hervieu-Leger’s	term,	linking	the	present-day	community	to	an	historic	faith.	Indeed,	surveying	the	results	from	Oxted	and	Tandridge,	one	cannot	help	but	echo	Jenkins’	own	empirical	conclusions	about	the	parish	of	Kingswood,	twenty	years	earlier,	whose	type	of	bounded	community	continued	to	thrive,	despite	long	being	considered	‘about	to	disappear’.694																																																									692	Douglas	Davies,	‘Priest,	Parish	and	People:	Reconceiving	a	Relationship’,	in	Guest,	Tusting	&	Woodhead	(eds.),	Congregational	studies	in	the	UK:	Christianity	in	a	Post-Christian	Context	(Aldershot,	Ashgate,	2006)	p.157.	693	Research	into	local	attachment	as	a	driver	of	occasional	office	requests	would	be	a	rewarding	next	stage	of	research	for	this	kind	of	parochial	study.	694	Jenkins,	Religion,	p.216.	
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Postscript:	the	Oxted	Adventure		As	a	consequence	of	this	case	study,	the	decision	was	taken,	in	2013,	to	attempt	to	harness	the	pronounced	sense	of	locality	and	‘belonging’ expressed	in	the	data	– in	particular,	to	explore	the	concept	of	‘parishioner’ and	to	see	how	this	
penumbra	of	community	surrounding	the	congregation,	to	which	those	interviewed	more	or	less	associated,	might	be	mapped	and	mobilised.	The	result	was	‘The	Oxted	Adventure’,	a	festive	project	that	took	place	in	the	Advent	Season	of	2013	and	2014.	The	intention	was	to	express,	spatially	and	communally,	the	parochial	ideal	in	ways	that	acknowledged	its	priority	of	‘belonging’ over	‘believing’ for	the	majority	of	participants	in	the	case	study.	The	parochial,	it	was	believed,	had	a	distinct	‘habitus’ that	differed	in	significant	ways	from	that	of	the	church	congregation	– one	of	which	was	the	aforementioned	‘accessing’ of	ecclesial	life	at	various	normative	points	in	the	calendar,	such	as	Remembrance,	and	Harvest.			Beginning	from	the	recognition	of	Christmas	as	the	principal	normative	‘point	of	access’ to	parochial	traditions	of	belonging,	the	aim	was	to	create	a	new	social	norm	during	the	Advent	season	preceding	it,	one	that	was	definitely	parochial	rather	than	congregational	– in	other	words,	one	that	consciously	blended	‘secular’ and	‘sacred’	practices.	It	was	essential	that	this	new	parochial	tradition	had	a	spatial	form	that	was	not	bounded	by	the	parish	church	buildings.	Whilst	festive	times	gave	‘permission’ in	Goffman’s	terms,	for	normal,	‘secular’,	life	to	be	suspended	and	church	to	be	attended	when	it	would	be	less	‘normal’ to	do	so	at	other	times,	the	intention	was	to	‘map’ the	symbolism	afforded	by	the	parish	church	in	a	form	of	spatial	interaction	that,	rather	like	the	‘beating	of	the	bounds’,	enabled	a	more	dynamic	form	of	interaction	with	the	social	and	physical	landscape.	It	was,	in	short,	an	exercise	in	place-making	– and,	as	such,	the	sketch	map	in	the	publicity	leaflet	was	a	key	aspect	of	the	Adventure’s	imaginative	conception	of	place:	graphically	demonstrating	the	integration	of	individual	homes	in	shared,	‘parochial’ space.		
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The	first,	2013,	season	was	so	successful	in	terms	of	attendance	and	enthusiasm	that	the	‘Adventure’ was	repeated	and	expanded	in	2014,	with	greater	publicity	and	broader	attendance.		Whilst	the	Oxted	Adventure	deserves	an	empirical	study	of	its	own,	its	emergence	as	a	direct	consequence	of	the	‘Parish	and	Belonging’ ethnographic	study	merits	its	inclusion	here,	as	a	popular	new	form	of	parochial	tradition.		  
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